
A	 bby	Ruskey	wAs	 in	gRAduAte	 school	 in	
	 1992	when	she	helped	 invent	the	wheel.		
	 Ruskey	 would	 be	 quick	 to	 inteRject		

thAt	 the	 pRocess	 wAs	 moRe	 cRystAllizAtion	
thAn	 invention.	 inspiRed	 by	 the	 stoRies	 of		
hundReds	 of	 stAte	And	 locAl	 enviRonmentAl	
educAtion	And	policy	leAdeRs,	Ruskey	explAins	
she	“envisioned	stAte	enviRonmentAl	educAtion	
pRogRAms	As	A	wheel	in	motion.”

Along	with	a	national	steering	committee,	Ruskey	and	her	advisor	
at	the	university	of	wisconsin–stevens	point,	dr.	Richard	wilke,	
examined	 what	 contributed	 to	 the	 successes	 of	 six	 state-level		
environmental	education	(ee)	efforts.	the	result	of	their	research	
is	commonly	called	“the	wheel”	(see	figure	1).	the	wheel	describes	
programming,	structure,	and	funding	elements	found	in	some	com-
bination	in	successful	state	programs.	

the	wheel	model	started	with	16	components,	grew	to	22	four	
years	later,	and	was	intended	to	continue	evolving.	Ruskey	called		
the	wheel	“a	‘snapshot	in	time’	of	benchmarks	that	leaders	can	use		
to	 assess	 current	 programs,	 and	 then	 develop	 the		
additional	infrastructure	needed	to	advance	ee.	edu-
cation	 is	 historically	 the	 purview	of	 state	 and	 local	
governments,	so	heeding	each	state’s	specific	context	
is	 important	if	we	want	environmental	education	to	
become	the	norm	in	schools	and	communities.”

between	1995	and	2004,	three	surveys	confirmed	the	
simple	idea	behind	the	wheel.	Ruskey	explained,	“the	
more	components	 that	 are	effectively	 implemented,	
the	stronger	the	program.”

Ruskey	explained	 that	 a	 strong	 state	program	does	
not	 need	 to	 have	 every	 component	 in	 place.	“our	
research,”	she	noted,	“found	that	 the	most	success-
ful	 state	 programs	 had	 a	 broad	 and	 interconnected	
array	of	these	components	in	place.”	leadership	and	
organizational	 capacity	 are	 also	 critical	 to	 support	
comprehensive	program	development.	“without	this	
capacity,”	Ruskey	 observed,	“the	multi-year	 effort	 it	
takes	to	integrate	ee	into	state	and	local	educational	
institutions	cannot	be	sustained.”

the	evolution	of	stAte	ee	pRogRAms
Richard	wilke,	ph.d.,	 is	distinguished	professor	of	environmental	
education	at	uwsp	and	project	director	 for	 the	environmental	
education	and	training	partnership	(eetAp).	he	observed	that	the	
process	of	building	broad	capacity	for	environmental	education	in	
the	united	states	started	in	earnest	with	the	first	earth	day	and	
passage	of	 the	first	national	ee	Act	 in	1970.	“when	 the	north	
American	 Association	 for	 environmental	 education	 (nAAee)	
formed	in	1971,”	wilke	said,	“it	really	marked	the	beginning	of	ee	
as	a	profession.	And,	at	the	same	time	as	nAAee	and	other	leaders	
were	building	an	infrastructure	for	ee	at	the	national	level,	similar	
processes	were	happening	in	many	states.”	

“At the same time as NAAEE and other leaders 
were building an infrastructure for EE at the  
national level, similar processes were happening in 
many states.”

-Dr. Richard Wilke

in	some	states,	the	early	infrastructure	revolved	around	state	ee	
legislation	that	resulted	in	agency	staff	commitments	to	ee	and	the	
development	of	k-12	learning	requirements.	university	programs	
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next	steps	in	building	compRehensive	stAte	And	pRovinciAl	ee	pRogRAms
Reinventing	the	wheel:	

FiguRE 1: CompoNENts oF A stAtE-LEvEL  
CompREhENsivE EE pRogRAm (Right)

this graphic, commonly called “the wheel” illustrates what 
Ruskey and Wilke found to be key aspects of the infrastruc-
ture for environmental literacy and stewardship. the original 
list of 16 components was published in 1994. Research and 
practice prompted the addition of more components. today, 
the wheel consists of 22 components that successful state 

and provincial EE programs combine in various ways.
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developed	to	spearhead	training	and	research.	through	the	1970s		
and	1980s,	the	nonprofit	state	and	provincial		professional	orga-
nizations	 that	 began	 to	 sprout	 up	 during	 the	 early	 years	 of	 ee	
provided	professional	services	to	their	members.	 in	a	piecemeal	
fashion,	 they	 focused	 their	mostly	 volunteer	 efforts	 on	 the	 im-
plementation	of	 state	 and	provincial	 ee	programs	 such	as	 grant	
programs,	teacher-training	requirements,	learning	outcomes,	inter-
agency	committees,	and	funding	mechanisms.

in	1993,	wilke	and	Ruskey	co-founded	the	national	environmental	
education	Advancement	project	 (neeAp)	 to	 support	 the	devel-
opment	and	expansion	of	quality	ee	programs	by	building	state/
provincial	 and	 local	 capacity.	neeAp	 gave	“the	wheel”	 an	 orga-
nizational	 home,	 supported	 state/provincial	 and	 local	 leaders	 in	
building	effective	programs	and	fostered	ongoing	research	into	the	
development	of	comprehensive	ee	programs.	1	

Ruskey	 said,	“we	 worked	 with	 and	 learned	 from	 an	 incredibly	
experienced	and	motivated	group	of	state	and	provincial	leaders	
from	all	50	states	and	many	of	the	provinces	to	understand	the	
‘science’	of	building	capacity.	the	wheel	model	offered	a	common	
set	of	targets	for	weaving	ee	into	the	fabric	of	state/provincial	and	
local	education	systems,	meeting	the	pressing	needs	of	 teachers	
and	school	administrators	while	also	helping	push	the	education	
reform	envelope	to	steadily	improve	education	through	ee.”

“           We worked with and learned from an incredibly expe-
rienced and motivated group of state and provincial 
leaders from all 50 states and many of the provinces 
to understand the ‘science’ of building capacity.”

-Abby Ruskey

over	the	years,	leadership	teams	from	21	states	were	partners	in	
neeAp’s	state	capacity-building	grants	and	technical	support	pro-
grams.	neeAp	supported	ee	leaders	from	every	state	and	puerto	
Rico—as	 well	 as	 canadian	 provinces,	 japan,	taiwan,	 and	 other	
countries—with	services,	resources,	referrals,	leadership	clinics,	
and	workshops	held	in	conjunction	with	nAAee	conferences.

neeAp	also	provided	a	home	for	ongoing	research	into	the	devel-
opment	and	implementation	of	comprehensive	state	and	local	ee	
programs.	Ruskey	noted	that	surveys	conducted	at	the	beginning	
of	neeAp	and	when	the	project	wrapped	up	 in	2005	showed	a	
steady	 increase	 in	 the	 total	 number	 of	 comprehensive	 ee	 pro-
gram	components	in	place	across	the	country,	and	a	concurrent	
increase	in	the	number	of	components	under	development.

between	1995	and	2004,	neeAp’s	research	found	that	more	than	
200	additional	components	were	implemented	across	all	50	states,	
an	80	percent	increase.	in	2004,	160	more	components	were	being	
developed	in	addition	to	the	472	already	in	place.	Ruskey	attributes	
this	success	to	the	commitment	of	state	level	ee	leaders;	steady	
support	from	funders	including	the	u.s.	environmental	protection	
Agency	(epA),	the	environmental	education	and	training	partner-
ship	(eetAp),	and	others;	and	strong	organizational	partnerships	
with	national	education	and	ee	associations	and	programs.

FiguRE 2. tEN YEAR ChANgE iN thE NumbER  
oF CompoNENts “iN pLACE” iN thE 50 stAtEs
between 1995 and 2004, NEEAp research found an  
80 percent increase in the number of components of 
state comprehensive EE programs in place across the 
united states. An additional 160 components were 
under development in 2004. 

suppoRting	stAte	ee	AssociAtions
laura	downey,	executive	director	of	 the	kansas	Association	 for	
conservation	and	environmental	education	(kAcee),	noted	that,	
since	neeAp	ended,	state	associations	such	as	kAcee	have	collec-
tively	taken	on	more	responsibility	for	supporting	ongoing	capacity		
building.	“for	 the	 last	 few	 years,”	 said	downey,	“there	has	 been	
much	 less	external	 support	 for	capacity	building,	 so	 the	Affiliate	
network	has	been	working	to	fill	those	gaps.”

“since NEEAp ended, state associations such as KACEE 
have collectively taken on more responsibility for sup-
porting ongoing capacity building.”

-Laura Downey
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1	neeAp	ceased	operations	in	2005.
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Abby Ruskey (left) and Dr. Richard Wilke (right) with the late senator 
gaylord Nelson from Wisconsin. Nelson, widely known as the “Father 
of Earth Day” inspired Wilke and Ruskey to create the National 
Environmental Education Advancement project.
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According	to	brian	day,	executive	director	of	nAAee,	state	and	
provincial	 ee	 organizations	 affiliated	 with	 nAAee	 formed	 the		
Affiliate	 network	 in	 1990.	“there	 are	more	 than	 45	 state	 and		
provincial	ee	associations	that	are	members	of	nAAee,	that	share	
nAAee’s	aims,	and	that	collaborate	with	us	to	build	capacity	for	
ee	across	the	united	states,	mexico,	and	canada.”	the	network’s		
mission:	to	 promote	 environmental	 education	 and	 support	 the	
work	 of	 environmental	 educators	 through	 strengthening	 the		
capacity	of	state,	territorial,	regional,	and	provincial	environmental	
education	associations.

for	about	a	decade,	downey	said,	the	three-day	leadership	clinics		
hosted	 by	neeAp	 and	 supported	 by	 eetAp	were	 a	 focal	 point		
for	 networking,	 team	 planning,	 professional	 development,	 and		
evaluation	among	state	affiliates	focused	on	capacity	building.	(see	
the	resources	section	at	the	end	of	this	article	for	more	information		
about	leadership	clinics.)	“this	was	a	place	for	state	organizations		
to	connect	with	each	other	to	share	ideas,	identify	needs,	and	de-
velop	professional	skills.	we	learned	so	much	from	each	other	and	
the	resource	people	neeAp	brought	in.	that	continues	now	as	the	
annual	 affiliates	workshop—a	day-long	 event	 hosted	by	nAAee	
and	the	Affiliate	network	just	before	the	nAAee	conference.”

According	 to	 Abby	 Ruskey,	 strong	 state-	 and	 provincial-level		
organizations	 are	 essential	 to	 implementing	 comprehensive	 ee	
programs:	 “it’s	 impossible	 to	 build	 comprehensive	 programs		
without	an	association	or	other	‘umbrella’	group	to	offer	programs	
and	services	for	ee	providers,	connect	educators	with	resources,	
conduct	quality-assurance	initiatives	such	as	nonformal	educator		
certification,	and	advocate	 for	 the	field.”	downey	concurs:	“the	
best	 ee	 outcomes	 have	 happened	 where	 there	 was	 already	 a	
strong	 organization	 in	 place,	 so	 focusing	 on	 building	 strong	 ee		
organizations	and	sustained	leadership	everywhere	is	key.”

“strong state- and provincial-level  organizations are 
essential to implementing comprehensive EE programs.”

-Abby Ruskey

surveys	 of	 nAAee’s	 state,	 provincial,	 regional,	 and	 territorial		
affiliate	organizations	suggest	that	capacity	building	is	an	ongoing	
and	 critical	 need.	An	 eetAp	 capacity	 building	 evaluation	 report	
published	in	2002,	reported:

Respondents generally agreed that they don’t have enough 
time, staff, or money to accomplish all they have set out  
for themselves. Consequently, they struggle to…maintain the 
basic infrastructure of the organization, agency, or initiative 
...states struggle to secure support from diverse constitu-
encies and funders, and sustainability of that support (and 
funding) is generally a challenge. (Wells and Fleming, 2002)

A	2009	survey	of	its	members	by	the	Affiliate	network	confirmed	
that	many	affiliates	are	financially	challenged,	and	unable	to	meet	
increasing	demands	for	high-quality	environmental	education.	

out	of	suRvivAl	mode
“there	 are	 not	 many	 state	 ee	 organizations	 that	
have	significant	budgets	and	staff,	and	a	solid	range	of		
activities	 and	 services	 to	 support	 the	 profession,”	
laura	downey	observed	 from	her	 vantage	 point	 at	
the	 head	 of	 one	 such	 organization.	 most	 affiliates		
rely	 heavily	 or	 exclusively	 on	 volunteers	 whose		
enthusiasm	and	dedication	are	often	offset	by	demands	
of	full-time	jobs,	families,	and	other	commitments.	

According	 to	 downey,	 the	 no	 child	 left	 inside	
campaign	has	done	a	lot	to	re-energize	state	organ-	
izations	 that,	 in	 many	 places,	 had	 fallen	 into		
“survival	mode.”	no	child	left	 inside	 is	a	response	
to	 the	 negative	 effect	 that	 no	 child	 left	 behind		
(the	federal	act	that	ties	k-12	school		funding	to	per-
formance	on	standardized	tests)	has	had	on	education	
in	schools.	“many	schools	have	responded	by	spending		
more	 time	 on	 reading	 and	 math—the	 subjects	 for	
the	high-stakes	tests—sacrificing	other	subjects,”	ex-
plained	sarah	bodor,	who	coordinates	the	no	child	
left	inside	coalition.	“the	center	on	education	policy’s		

2008	study	confirmed	that	many	school	districts	are	spending	less	
time	on	social	studies	and	science.	And	teachers	and	parents	report		
that	field	 trips	 and	outdoor	 learning	 activities	have	been	cut	 to	
give	more	time	to	tested	subjects.”

“the No Child Left inside campaign has done a lot to 
re-energize state organizations that, in many places, 
had fallen into ‘survival mode.’”

-Laura Downey

participants reflect on what they learned and what they contributed to the 
2005 National Leadership Clinic, which was sponsored by NEEAp with funding 
from EEtAp and the u.s. Environmental protection Agency. the Leadership Clinic 
model was specifically designed to further state and provincial efforts to build 
comprehensive EE programs.

photo provided by NEEAp
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A	national	coalition	 in	the	united	states	 is	supporting	congres-
sional	 passage	 of	 the	 no	 child	 left	 inside	Act.	this	 act	 would	
provide	state	educational	agencies	with	incentives	and	funding	to	
implement	environmental	literacy	plans.	Required	elements	would	
include	working	with	 environmental	 education	 organizations	 to	
integrate	ee	across	core	subject	areas,	training	teachers	to	deliver	
high	quality	ee,	using	the	local	environment	as	an	extension	of	the	
classroom	and	assessment	strategies	to	guide	student	success.
several	 states	 have	 created	 their	 own	 no	 child	 left	 inside	
programs.	 some	 examples:	 in	 2009,	 then-governor	 kathleen		
sebelius	 created	 kansans	 for	 children	 in	 nature	 by	 executive		
order;	colorado’s	environmental	literacy	plan	is	on	the	fast	track	
after	governor	 bill	 Ritter	 signed	 the	colorado	kids	outdoors	
grant	program	Act;	and	recently,	 the	maryland	board	of	educa-
tion	unanimously	approved	a	proposal	to	require	the	state’s	high	
schools	to	incorporate	ee	into	their	curricula.

“the	 coalition-building	 around	 this	 has	 been	 really	 compelling,”	
downey	said.	“it’s	opened	a	lot	of	eyes	to	see	how	many	people	
really	care.	Affiliates	are	seeing	that	they	can	do	something	bolder	
and	 not	 just	 survive.”	on	 a	 practical	 level,	 these	no	child	 left		
inside	 initiatives	may	spell	financial	support	 for	state	ee	associa-
tions,	which	could	be	 in	 line	 to	receive	ongoing	 funding	 to	help	
implement	the	plans	and	programs.
	

AdvAncing	the	model	
foR	implementing	compRehensive	ee	pRogRAms

Abby	 Ruskey,	 who	 now	 heads	 the	 environmental	 education	
Association	of	washington	(eeAw),	is	seeing	renewed	interest	in	
building	strong	state	ee	programs,	and	in	the	“wheel”	of	compre-
hensive	 state	 ee	 program	 components.	“i’m	 getting	 asked	 a	 lot	
these	days	about	the	wheel,”	Ruskey	observed.	“As	interest	builds	
again	 around	 state	 capacity	 building	 and	 reenergizing	 state	 ee		
organizations,	this	is	a	perfect	time	to	update	the	wheel	to	provide	
a	current	guidepost	 that	 reflects	changes	 in	 the	ee	field,	educa-
tion,	and	society.	green	career	and	technical	education	programs		
are	 a	 great	 example	 of	 a	 new	 focal	 point	 for	 environmental		
education	 that	 could	 be	 added	 to	 the	 list	 of	 components.	 early	
childhood	 programs	 that	 incorporate	 ee	 in	 curriculum	 and	 site	
design	are	another.”

in	washington	state,	eeAw	has	been	 integral	 to	developing	and	
now	implementing	the	statewide	e3	washington	plan	(education,	
environment,	 and	 economy).	thousands	 of	 education,	 business,		
tribal,	 governmental,	 environmental,	 community,	 military,	 and		
faith	 leaders	 contributed	 to	 the	 plan,	 which	 melds	 the	 three		
“e”s:	education,	environment,	and	economy	into	what	Ruskey	calls	
“washington’s	version	of	a	comprehensive	ee	program.”
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Comprehensive EE programs rely on diverse partnerships. E3 Washington  
co-chair congratulates Denny hurtado, Director of indian Education at the 
Washington office of superintendent of public instruction at the 2007  
statewide E3 Washington summit.

students from goddard (Ks) high school head down a nature trail for one of 
teacher Denise scribner’s regular outdoor lessons. scribner does her part to 
“leave no child inside,” using the outdoor site as a place to explore biological 

concepts and investigate prairie ecosystems. students also conduct a con-
trolled burn, an important part of maintaining a healthy prairie. 

student intern Kristin moore 
holds up the first draft of the 

Washington Environmental 
Literacy plan based on the E3 

Washington plan for sustain-
ability education. When it is 

completed in summer 2011, 
the plan will position Washing-
ton along with other states to 

benefit from the No Child  
Left inside program, should  

it become law.
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with	grant	funding	from	the	u.s.	epA,	eeAw	is	now	embarking	on	
a	project	aimed	at	updating	the	“wheel”	model	of	comprehensive	
ee	programs	for	statewide	capacity	building,	and	creating	a	model	
for	dramatically	and	rapidly	increasing	the	capacity	to	deliver,	track,	
measure,	and	sustain	a	statewide	comprehensive	ee	program.

washington	already	has	a	slate	of	program	components	in	place	
including	 a	 comprehensive	 state	 ee	 plan,	 a	 state	 ee	 association,	
k-12	environmental	and	sustainability	education	standards,	a	tribal	
sovereignty	education	requirement	and	curriculum,	a	pre-service	
teacher	 training	 requirement,	 and	 an	 ee	 specialty	 endorsement	
for	teachers.	Ruskey	said	this	platform	will	facilitate	putting	other	
components	 in	 place,	 but	 is	 keenly	 aware	 of	 the	 need	 to	 track	
and	 measure	 the	 implementation	 of	 each	 component	 and	 its		
relationship	to	other	components.	Applying	adaptive	management		
techniques,	 network	 analysis	 and	 systems	 thinking	 tools,	 said		
Ruskey,	“are	key	next	steps	 in	building	our	understanding	of	the	
‘science’	of	ee	capacity	building.”

Ruskey’s	 intention	 is	 that	 other	 states	 will	 benefit	 from	 these		
next	 steps	 to	 expand	 the	 environmental	 education	 program	 in	
washington.	“we’ll	 involve	 a	 national	 steering	 committee	 from		
the	outset,	which	will	both	bring	outside	expertise	to	our	efforts	
and	make	it	easier	to	adapt	the	washington	model	elsewhere.”

“We’ll involve a national steering committee from the 
outset, which will both bring outside expertise to our 
efforts and make it easier to adapt the Washington 
model elsewhere.”

-Abby Ruskey

stRengthening	the	AffiliAte	netwoRk
Another	 epA-funded	 grant	 is	 supporting	 a	 collaborative	 effort	
between	nAAee	 and	 the	Affiliate	network	 to	 strengthen	 state	
and	 provincial	 ee	 organizations	 by	 focusing	 first	 on	 building		

capacity	within	the	network	itself.	laura	downey	explained,	“when	
we	looked	at	the	Affiliate	network	as	its	own	comprehensive	ee	
program,	the	biggest	gap	that	stood	out	was	the	lack	of	a	strate-
gic	plan.”	grant	 funding	will	enable	nAAee	to	partner	with	 the	
network	to	develop	a	clear	strategy	for	increasing	the	capacity	of	
the	network	and	its	members	to	promote	environmental	literacy.
“this	 has	 generated	 a	 wave	 of	 excitement	 among	 affiliates,”	
downey	observed.	“many	of	 them	are	eager	 to	 align	 their	own	
strategic	plans	with	the	network’s	plan,	and	parse	out	the	work	
to	the	local,	state,	or	national	level,	or	joint	projects	where	they	
make	sense.”		

in	 addition,	 a	 new	business	 plan	will	 help	 ensure	 the	 long-term	
sustainability	of	the	network	and	its	constituent	state,	provincial,		
regional,	 and	 territorial	 ee	 associations.	 As	 with	 the	 strategic		
planning	process,	 individual	 affiliates	will	 benefit	 as	 the	 skills	 for	
replicating	the	process	are	made	available	throughout	the	network.	

An	Affiliate	 leadership	 summit,	 a	 series	 of	 follow-up	 webinars,	
and	a	project	manager	will	all	provide	additional	support	for	the		
affiliate	organizations.	this	level	of	consistent	support	will	provide	
resources	that	are	typically	not	available	to	affiliates	run	largely	by	
volunteers	or	small	staffs.	in	the	end,	business	plans	and	strategic		
plans	 will	 increase	 capacity	 for	 both	 the	Affiliate	 network	 and		
individual	organizational	members	 to	put	more	aspects	of	com-
prehensive	ee	programs	in	place,	and	to	track	their	progress.

nAAee	executive	director	brian	day	calls	the	accomplishments	of	
the	Affiliate	network	and	the	affiliate	organizations	“an	impressive	
contribution	to	the	advancement	of	ee	in	the	united	states.”	still,	
he	sees	these	organizations	as	having	“huge	untapped	potential	for	
leadership	in	the	ee	field.”	Abby	Ruskey	agrees,	saying	that	with	the	
multiplier	effect	built	into	the	current	capacity-building	projects	in	
washington	and	across	the	country,	she	expects	to	see	“a	notable	
increase	 in	comprehensive	ee	program	elements	and	 leadership	
and	organizational	capacity	to	sustain	them.”	that,	she	says,	would	
be	a	fitting	way	to	thank	all	of	the	ee	 leaders	whose	dedication	
over	the	last	40	years	has	made	so	much	progress	possible.

A group of Nevada environmental educators 
gather in front of an ore-hauling truck after a 
tour of the Newmont mine and reclamation 
areas in Carlin, Nevada. the tour was part of 
Lamoille institute for Educators (LiFE) Confer- 
ence, supported by funding from NAAEE’s state 
capacity building grant program. this program, 
supported by EEtAp and the u.s. Environmental  
protection Agency, provided assistance for four 
state EE organizations and one Canadian 
group to expand their environmental  
education training programs. 

photo provided by Laurie g
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“the accomplishments of the Affiliate Network and the affiliate organizations are 
an impressive contribution to the advancement of EE in the united states.”

-brian Day

ResouRces
use	these	ResouRces	to	leARn	moRe	About	the		
development	of	compRehensive	ee	pRogRAms:

definition	of	elements	of	comprehensive	ee	program:		
http://www.uwsp.edu/cnr/neeap/research/statusofee/componentdef98.htm

Results	of	2004-2005	neeAp	survey	state	ee	programs:	
http://www.naaee.org/about-naaee/affiliates/the-neeap-states-survey/
	
Results	of	1998	neeAp	survey	of	state	ee	programs
http://www.uwsp.edu/cnr/neeap/research/statusofee/1998_results.htm

Results	of	1995	neeAp	survey	state	ee	programs
http://www.uwsp.edu/cnr/neeap/research/statusofee/1995_results.htm

Ruskey,	A.	and	R.	wilke.	1994.	promoting	environmental		
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